Background: Stroke is difficult to diagnose when consciousness is disturbed. However few reports have discussed the clinical predictors of stroke in out-of-hospital emergency settings. This study aims to evaluate the association between initial systolic blood pressure (SBP) value measured by emergency medical service (EMS) and diagnosis of stroke among impaired consciousness patients. Methods: We included all patients aged 18 years or older who were treated and transported by EMS, and had impaired consciousness (Japan Coma Scale ≧ 1) in Osaka City (2.7 million), Japan from January 1, 1998 through December 31, 2007. Data were prospectively collected by EMS personnel using a study-specific case report form. Multiple logistic regressions assessed the relationship between initial SBP and stroke and its subtypes adjusted for possible confounding factors. Results: During these 10 years, a total of 1,840,784 emergency patients who were treated and transported by EMS were documented during the study period in Osaka City. Out of 128,678 with impaired consciousness, 106,706 who had prehospital SBP measurements in the field were eligible for our analyses. The proportion of patients with severe impaired consciousness significantly increased from 14.5% in the <100 mmHg SBP group to 27.6% in the > =200 mmHg SBP group (P for trend <0.001). The occurrence of stroke significantly increased with increasing SBP (adjusted odd ratio [AOR] 1.34, 95% confidence interval [CI] 1.33 to 1.35), and the AOR of the SBP > =200 mmHg group versus the SBP 101-120 mmHg group was 5.26 (95% CI 4.93 to 5.60). The AOR of the SBP > =200 mmHg group versus the SBP 101-120 mmHg group was 9.76 in subarachnoid hemorrhage (SAH), 16.16 in intracranial hemorrhage (ICH), and 1.52 in ischemic stroke (IS), and the AOR of SAH and ICH was greater than that of IS. Conclusions: Elevated SBP among emergency patients with impaired consciousness in the field was associated with increased diagnosis of stroke.
Background
Stroke is an important public health problem in the industrialized world [1] and there are 300,000 estimated strokes encounter in the prehospital settings annually Japan [2] . To improve neurologic outcomes after stroke, earlier identification and treatment is most important, but it takes longer time for EMS personnel to transport emergency stroke patients to the stroke centers if EMS personnel could not appropriately recognize these patients [3] . If EMS personnel can discriminate patients with stroke in prehospital settings, these patients can be transported fast to appropriate hospitals that offer advanced treatments such as thrombolytic therapy and interventional radiology.
Importantly, it is difficult to assess neurological findings such as paralysis of stroke in patients with impaired consciousness, and an alternative way to select these patients would, therefore, be needed. Although a lot of studies have showed the positive association between systolic blood pressure (SBP) and the risk of stroke occurrence [4] , little is known about the relationship between SBP measured by EMS personnel and the risk of stroke occurrence among patients with impaired consciousness.
Osaka City is a largest urban community in western Japan with approximately 2.7 million population, and approximately 200,000 ambulance runs documented annually since January 1998. The purpose of this study was to evaluate the relationship between SBP measured by EMS in prehospital settings and stroke occurrence among emergency patients with impaired consciousness.
Methods

Study design, population, and setting
This is a retrospective, population-based observational study based on the ambulance records of Osaka Municipal Fire Department. The study period was from January 1, 1998 to December 31, 2007. This study was approved by the Ethics Committee of Kyoto University Graduate School of Medicine.
All adult patients aged > =18 years who suffered impaired consciousness, and were transported to medical institutions by EMS in Osaka City were enrolled in this study. Diagnoses of stroke and its subtypes such as subarachnoid hemorrhage (SAH), intracranial hemorrhage (ICH), and ischemic stroke (IS) were clinically determined by the physicians caring for the patients in collaboration with the EMS personnel.
Japan Coma Scale Table 1 shows Japan Coma Scale (JCS) for grading impaired consciousness [5] . The level of consciousness among emergency patients was recorded by EMS personnel according to JCS. The JCS is a simple way for evaluating neurological disturbance focused on patient's awareness. EMS personnel have generally been using it in prehospital settings. The JCS was roughly divided into the three categories (e.g., mild disturbance, moderate disturbance, and severe disturbance).
Emergency medical service systems and hospitals in Osaka City
Osaka City, which is a largest urban community in western Japan, has an area of 222 km 2 , and its population was approximately 2.7 million in 2000 (population density, approximately 12,000 persons/km 2 ). The municipal EMS system has been previously described [6] . Briefly, the EMS system is operated by the Osaka Municipal Fire Department and activated by dialing 119 on the telephone. There were 25 fire stations and a dispatch center in 2007 in Osaka City [7] . Life support is provided 24 hours every day. Usually, each ambulance has a crew of three emergency providers including at least one Emergency LifeSaving Technician (ELST), a highly-trained prehospital emergency care provider. Osaka City included 194 hospitals (34,209 beds) in 2007. Of them, 90 hospitals including 5 critical care centers can accept patients transported by ambulance [8] . Data collection and quality control Data were uniformly collected using the specific forms that included sex, age, location, vital signs such as first documented systolic and diastolic blood pressure measured manually with sphygmomanometer, heart rate, respiratory rate, and oxygen saturation. The diagnosis was determined by the physician responsible for the care of the patient before admission in the emergency department. The data form was filled out by the EMS personnel in cooperation with the physicians caring for the patient, transferred to the EMS Information Center of Osaka Municipal Fire Department, and then checked by the investigators. If the data sheet was incomplete, the investigators returned it to the relevant EMS personnel for data completion.
Statistical analysis
The association between the occurrence risk of stroke and SBP (every 20 mmHg) was "a priori" analyzed considering its subtype (SAH, ICH, or IS 
Results
During these 10 years, a total of 1,840,784 emergency patients were documented during the study period in Osaka City (Figure 1 ). Among 1,463,890 adult patients, 643,141 had medical causes excluding obstetrical and trauma causes, 128,678 yielded an impaired consciousness, and 106,706 with prehospital SBP data were eligible for our analyses. Table 2 shows the characteristics between 106,706 patients with SBP value and 21,972 patients without SBP value. In patients with SBP, mean men age was 63.1 years, and 54.2% were male. The proportion of mild impaired consciousness was 70.7%, moderate impaired consciousness 15.9%, and severe impaired consciousness 13.4%, respectively. Forty-nine percent of patients with impaired consciousness were assessed in a private residence. Mean initial SBP was 139.5 mmHg. Time interval from call to hospital arrival was 25.1 minutes. Although there were statistically significant differences because of the very large number, the characteristics between the groups were almost similar. Table 3 shows the characteristics of eligible patients with impaired consciousness by prehospital SBP. As a whole, the proportion of patients with severe impaired consciousness significantly increased from 14.5% in the <100 mmHg SBP group to 27.6% in the > =200 mmHg SBP group (P for trend <0.001). Because there was an increase on the proportion of severe disturbance from 10.6% in the 101-120 mmHg group to 14.5% in the = <100 mmHg suggesting that low BP might be a factor in the altered mentation, the group with 101-120 mmHg SBP was defined as a reference group to show the relationship between prehospital SBP and stroke occurrence among patients with impaired consciousness.
The proportions of patients with or without stroke according to the SBP were noted in Table 4 . Among patients with impaired consciousness, 31.0% had the proportion of stroke (SAH 1.5%, ICH 6.3%, and IS 23.2%, respectively). This significantly increased from 17.1% to 63.7% (P for trend <0.001). The trends by the subtype of stroke were qualitatively similar. Figure 2 shows the relationship between SBP measured by EMS in prehospital settings and stroke occurrence among patients with impaired consciousness. The occurrence of stroke significantly increased with increasing SBP (AOR 1.34, 95% CI 1.33 to 1.35), and the AOR of the SBP > =200 mmHg group versus the SBP 101-120 mmHg group was 5.26 (95% CI 4.93 to 5.60). In the subgroup analyses in the Figure 3 , the AOR for 20 mmHg-increment of SBP was 1.48 (95% CI 1.43 to 1.52) in SAH, 1.69 (95% CI 1.66 to 1.72) in ICH, and 1.14 (95% CI 1.13 to 1.15) in IS, and the AOR of SAH and ICH was greater than that of IS. The AOR of the SBP > =200 mmHg group versus the SBP 101-120 mmHg group was 9.76 (95% CI 7.86 to 12.12) in SAH, 16.16 (95% CI 14.43 to 18.10) in ICH, and 1.52 (1.42 to 1.62) in IS, and the AOR of SAH and ICH was greater than that of IS. Table 5 shows the relationship between prehospital SBP and stroke occurrence by impaired consciousness level. The AOR of the SBP > =200 mmHg group versus the SBP 101-120 mmHg group was 16.84 (95% CI 11.71 to 24.21) in mild disturbance and 11.55 (95% CI 6.70 to 19.90) in moderate disturbance among SAH patients, 
Discussion
From this large registry of ambulance records, we demonstrated a significant positive relationship between prehospital SBP and the risk of stroke occurrence among emergency patients with impaired consciousness. Although little attention has been paid to SBP measured by EMS in prehospital settings in terms of diagnostic information for stroke, this large population-based registry enabled us to evaluate the relationship between prehospital SBP and stroke occurrence among these patients, and would add new insights on the importance of prehospital SBP measurement. Our results also suggest that prehospital SBP measurements in the patient with impaired conscious level might be a helpful guide as to where to transport a patient especially in communities that have both comprehensive stroke centers and primary ischemic stroke centers. This study showed that the risk of stroke occurrence among emergency patients with impaired consciousness increased with increasing prehospital SBP. A previous study showed that initial SBP at emergency department arrival was of help for diagnosing intracranial lesion of patients with impaired consciousness [9] . However, diagnosis after hospital arrival is too late to transport the stroke patient to appropriate institution and start treatments against stroke in the effective time window [10] . Guidelines for the Early Management of Adults With Ischemic Stroke by American Heart Association recommend quicker transportation of suspected stroke patients to stroke care units to improve better neurological outcome [11] . Importantly, paralysis of stroke patients is frequently difficult to evaluate when their consciousness is disturbed. Therefore, this study showing the association between prehospital SBP measurements and stroke occurrence among patients with impaired consciousness would contribute to earlier detection of stroke and subsequent rapid transport to appropriate hospitals that can conduct specific treatments for them.
In analyses by stroke subtype, increased SBP was more strongly associated with occurrence of stroke among patients with hemorrhagic brain lesions such as SAH and ICH. The mechanism of hypertensive response among stroke patients is unclear [12] although patients with Figure 2 Relationship between SBP measured by EMS personnel in prehospital settings and the risk of stroke occurrence among patients with impaired consciousness. AORs: adjusted odds ratios.
acute stroke and those with increased intracranial pressure often have hypertension. It was reported that 84% of patients with stroke had increased blood pressure in the acute phase [13] . The arterial pressure elevation in response to cerebral ischemia is known as the central nervous system ischemic response [14] . In ischemic stroke, hypertension maybe adaptive response to improve perfusion to the ischemic penumbra protecting the brain from further ischemia. On the other hand, hypertension in hemorrhagic brain lesion like SAH or ICH may cause further damage by worsening cerebral edema, increasing intracranial pressure, or causing hematoma expansion [15, 16] . Our result showing difference by the subtype of stroke might be partially explained by such pathophysiological differences between hemorrhagic and ischemic lesions.
From our results, emergency patients with impaired consciousness and high SBP should be considered to be transported to the comprehensive stroke centers with capabilities of either neurosurgery or tissue plasminogen activator (t-PA) administration because these patients might have stroke but prehospital EMS personnel could not distinguish brain hemorrhagic lesions from ischemic ones. In addition, this study showed the strong relationship between high prehospital SBP and the occurrence of SAH and ICH, and those patients should be treated as quick as possible in order to prevent re-rupture of aneurysms and recurrent bleeding [17, 18] . Especially, the strength of association between SBP and stroke subtype by impaired conscious level was very powerful with ICH and to some extent with SAH (mild and moderate disturbances), which would suggest that prehospital SBP can be an important triage guide for selecting patients. Further studies identifying an accurate cutoff point in this regard for SBP in conjunction with level of consciousness would make the EMS triage decision more precise and reduces the risk of overwhelming comprehensive stroke centers with patients that do not need the advanced capabilities. On the other hand, the relationship between SBP in prehospital settings and the occurrence of IS was relatively small. Therefore, to improve positive predictive value for IS patients who are most treatable, development of additional clinical indicators should be found out to make it possible to transport patients with IS to the primary ischemic stroke centers where only t-PA administration could be performed.
There were some limitations to this study. First, in Japan, EMS personnel evaluated level of consciousness among prehospital emergency patients by using JCS rather than the commonly-used Glasgow Coma Scale (GCS). JCS is not preferable to GCS as a consciousness evaluation system in the acute phase of SAH [19] . However, traditionally in Japanese prehospital setting, EMS has been evaluating stroke patients with impaired consciousness by JCS. Although our study cannot compare with GCS directly, these results should, nevertheless, provide useful information on the relationship between SBP and stroke occurrence among patients with impaired consciousness. Second, this study did not obtain data on advanced treatments and neurological outcomes among stroke patients after hospital arrival. Third, data on patient's past history and medications that might affect the occurrence of stroke was lacking. Fourth, we did not obtain information on other diagnosis that could mimic stroke such as hypoglycemia, complicated migraine, prolonged seizures, and subdural hematomas. Finally, there might be unmeasured confounding factors and selection bias that might have influenced the relationship between prehospital SBP and stroke occurrence among emergency patients with impaired consciousness.
Conclusions
Elevated SBP among emergency patients with impaired consciousness in the field was associated with the increased risk of stroke. Additional research is necessary to determine if field diagnosis of stroke with measuring BP improves procession of care or outcome. 
